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        EMF Building after Galvin additions. Staff photo, 1970. Cambridge Historical Commission 

 

The former EMF Electrical Supplies building at 116 Brookline Street and the adjacent Metropolitan Ice Com-

pany building at 112 Pacific Street are significant for their architecture, associations with the industrial and 

commercial development of Cambridge in the early-mid twentieth century, and their connections with the arts 

and culture of the greater Central Square area. Both buildings are distinctive examples of specialized early 

twentieth century industrial structures that were adapted for commercial use and later in the case of the EMF 

building, for cultural venues. The buildings and their relationship to the surviving industrial structures along 

Brookline Street make important architectural contributions to the streetscape of this area of Cambridgeport. 

 

Cambridge Historical Commission staff received a citizenôs petition requesting the initiation of a landmark 

designation study of the EMF Building on July 17, 2018. On August 9, 2018 the Commission initiated a land-

mark designation study for the property under Ch. 2.78, Art. III of the City Code. During the one-year study 

period, which extends through August 8, 2019, the property has been administered as though it were already a 

designated landmark. 

 

During the study period, the owner submitted plans for adaptive reuse of the entire structure for office use. On 

October 4, 2018, the Commission issued a Certificate of Appropriateness for the exterior renovations of EMF 

Building including: re-opening of original windows, preserving signs, constructing accessible means of egress, 

re-building CMU walls, recladding select walls, installing new windows, installing a pad-mounted transformer. 

An additional Certificate of Appropriateness was granted on March 7, 2019 for the construction of a roof deck 

at 116 Brookline Street and altering the building at 112 Pacific Street.  

 

Preservation options include immediate submission of a landmark designation recommendation to the City 

Council for both parcels together as a protected landmark under Article III, Chapter 2.78. Alternatively, the 

commission could allow its jurisdiction to lapse, as the property is now fully renovated and unlikely to see al-

terations in the foreseeable future. 

 

Charles Sullivan and Eric Hill 

Cambridge Historical Commission 

August 5, 2019 
 

 



2 

 

 

 



3 

 

 

Preliminary Landmark Designation Report 

 

EMF Building 

116 Brookline Street & 112 Pacific Street, Cambridge 

 

I. Location and Planning Issues 
 

A. Address and Parcel Information 

 

The EMF Building is variously listed at 116 Brookline Street and 110-120 Brookline Street. It is lo-

cated on the east side of Brookline between Tudor and Pacific streets. The owner also has possession 

of the lot at 112 Pacific Street (108 Brookline Street) and is utilizing both parcels for their proposed 

development and has presented before the Cambridge Historical Commission for alterations to both 

structures. The EMF Building proper is a two-story structure on a 9,999 square foot lot at 116 Brook-

line Street. A former ice storage building and filling station at 112 Pacific occupies an 8,709 square 

foot lot at the corner of Pacific Street.  

 

 
116 Brookline Street and 112 Pacific Street (circled). Assessorôs Map 95/ Parcels 59 & 52 

City of Cambridge GIS, July 2019. 

  

B.  Ownership and Occupancy 

 

The former EMF Building property is owned by Ledgemoor LLC of 50 Church Street, Cambridge, 

which took title on January 7, 2019 (Book 72097, Page 337). It was most recently occupied as artist 

studio space and is currently being renovated for office use. The adjoining Metropolitan Ice Company 

filling station is also owned by Ledgemoor LLC, which took title on January 10, 2019 (Book 72110, 

Page 113). 
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C.  Zoning 

 

The EMF site is located in Special Business, Office and Industrial District 9. This district was estab-

lished to promote the development of housing, particularly affordable housing, with the intent of en-

couraging ña gradual evolution of nonresidential uses in this Special District 9 now heavily nonresi-

dential in character, from those least in harmony with the adjacent residential neighborhood and the 

residential uses ultimately desired in the district, to those nonresidential uses most compatible with 

residential uses and ultimately to residential uses exclusivelyò (Art. 17.95A). Use requirements are 

those in Residential C districts, except that under certain conditions pre-existing office and laboratory 

uses, retail and consumer services, industry, and storage are permitted. The new owner received a 

Certificate of Appropriateness from the Cambridge Historical Commission in October 2018 to reha-

bilitate the existing space for office use and did not propose to add to the buildingôs footprint or 

height. This renovation is now substantially complete. 

 

D.  Area Description 

 

The EMF Building and the adjoining Metropolitan Ice Company Service Building are two of several 

commercial and industrial complexes along Brookline Street. Brookline Street and the streets to its 

south and east were previously lined with industrial buildings and complexes, many of which have 

been demolished or adaptively reused for offices or residences. 

The Gulesian Building at 130 Brookline Street, across Tudor Street has been adapted for office use, 

while the former George Dyer Co. complex at 133-155 Brookline Street, renovated in 1998, is now 

occupied by condos. Further northeast, the former Simplex Wire & Cable campus and other industrial 

structures were demolished for the University Park development, which comprises offices, residenc-

es, commercial buildings, and a hotel.  

The adjoining neighborhood on Brookline Street and westward is primarily residential, with one-, 

two- and three-family houses overlooking the EMF building and its neighbors. Brookline Street 

serves as a dividing line for the building typology and use in the neighborhood from industrial and 

commercial on the east and primarily residential on the west. 

 

E.  Planning Issues 

 

The former owners of the EMF Building had converted the interior into multiple studio spaces that 

were primarily rented to musicians. Ledgemoor LLC acquired the property in 2016 and in April 2018 

moved to empty out the building in preparation for conversion to office use. The evictions triggered 

an intense public debate about the importance of the site to the cultural scene in Central Square and 

the diminishing opportunities for affordable studio space in the community. Cambridge Historical 

Commission staff received a citizensô petition requesting the initiation of a landmark designation 

study of the building on July 17, 2018. On August 9 the Commission determined that the building 

was significant and initiated a landmark designation study for the property under Ch. 2.78, Art. III of 

the City Code. During the one-year study period, which extends through August 8, 2019, the property 

has been administered as though it were already a designated landmark. 

 

The owner had previously determined that, despite the Special District incentives for housing devel-

opment conversion to office or laboratory space would be economically preferable. In September 

2018 the owner submitted plans to adapt the entire structure for office use. On October 4, 2018, the 

Commission issued a Certificate of Appropriateness for exterior renovations, including restoration of 
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original window openings and installation of new lights; preservation of a projecting sign and painted 

signs; accessibility improvements; rebuilding CMU walls and recladding others; and installation of a 

pad-mounted transformer. An additional Certificate of Appropriateness was granted on March 7, 

2019, for the construction of a roof deck at 116 Brookline Street (EMF) and alterations to 112 Pacific 

Street (Metropolitan Ice). 

 

II.  Description 

 

The EMF Building and the adjacent Metropolitan Ice Company storage facility are the products of 

several owners and uses between 1920 and present day, and their architecture and additions showcase 

the evolution of the buildings over time. Both structures together serve as smaller-scale transitional 

buildings between the full-block industrial and office structures to their south and east and the two 

and three-story residential properties on the other side of Brookline Street. While not built at the same 

time nor as part of the same property, both structures are emblematic of the industrial history in Cam-

bridgeport.  

 

III.  History of the Property 

 

From the founding of Cambridge in 1630 until 1793 present-day Cambridgeport comprised a vast 

tract of unpopulated salt marshes and woodland. The nearest village centered around Harvard Square, 

whose residents owned tracts of marsh where they gathered the nutrient-rich salt marsh hay.  

 

The opening of the West Boston Bridge on Thanksgiving Day in 1793 spurred the development of 

Cambridgeport. Prior to that time, there were only three houses east of Quincy Street and none south 

of Massachusetts Avenue. Most of the area was controlled by a handful of landowners, including 

William Jarvis, Francis Dana, and William Watson. Jarvis and Dana worked with the bridge company 

to lay out Massachusetts Avenue and Main Street, and in 1800 and 1801 Dana and Watson laid out 

Pearl, Brookline, and Franklin streets. Merchants and tradesmen quickly began to establish businesses 

Cambridgeport as surveyed in 1847; 116 Brookline Street indicated. U.S. Coast Survey, Boston Harbor, 1857 
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in Lafayette Square at the Cambridge end of the causeway to the bridge. This initial burst of devel-

opment was cut short by the Embargo of 1807 and the War of 1812, and the economy did not recover 

until the mid-1820s. 

 

Brookline Street ran along the edge of the relatively well-drained upland pastures, separating them 

from the tidal marshes of the Charles River. The area was a somewhat desolate spot, subject to flood-

ing in storms until the construction of a railroad embankment in 1853. The upper, residential portion 

of the street was fully developed by the end of the 1840s, as seen clearly on Wallingôs 1854 map. Be-

low Auburn Street, Brookline developed as an industrial corridor. Early factories produced ñpremium 

wheat starchò and fatty soap; later came carmakers, full-service garages, and storage facilities. Then, 

as now, single-family houses jostled for space with triple-deckers and tenements.  

 

The EMF Building was built in 1920 as a fac-

tory for the National Company, a manufac-

turer of ñmechanical specialtiesò; initially 

these were toys and household items but later 

included mechanical components of radios. 

The company soon focused on production of 

short-wave radio receivers. National and a 

related electronics company, Browning-

Drake, occupied the Brookline Street factory 

until the late 1920s, when it was purchased by 

Devices Corp., a manufacturer of exercise 

machines that entered bankruptcy in 1934. 

Later in the decade it was occupied by a 

manufacturer of oil burners and heating oil 

tanks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Left: ñUniversity Exerciser and Reducerò manufac-

tured by the Devices Corp, 120 Brookline Street.  

Cambridge Directory, 1930 

Right: ñNational Impediaformerò manufactured by the 

National Co., Cambridge, Mass. ca 1925. CHC col-

lection 
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The original National Company factory was a two-story brick building with steel factory sash de-

signed by architect A.E. (or possibly C.E.) Nichols, about whom nothing is known. The building 

measured 84 by 50 feet and was set back 8 feet from the sidewalk, as required at the time to allow the 

future widening of Brookline Street. By 1929 several one-story appendages for storage and laboratory 

use had been added at the rear. 

 
Elevation, National Co. factory, 120 Brookline Street. (1920, C. E. Nichols, architect) Massachusetts Archives 

 

 

108 and 116 Brookline Street, ca. 1929 and ca. 1955.  

Sanborn Map Co., Atlas of Cambridge, 1900-1929 and 1934-1955 


